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2020 Vision - Sustainable Travel and Transport:

Public Consultation Document
Response by Mid West Regional Authority

Response to Consultation Document on Sustainable Travel and Transport 

Introduction

This consultation document is welcomed by the Mid-West Regional Authority (MWRA) and it is believed that it addresses some of the key issues that are facing the country and the global community in the coming years.

The document is comprehensive in the context of the range of issues that it addresses and the possible approaches to resolving these issues. The Regional Authority believes, however, that if the issues are to be successfully dealt with, a number of key policy positions will have to be adopted. These include –

· Strong political leadership

· A clearly prioritised set of actions with specific tasks and timelines that are adopted across Government

· Regulation

· Public sector support and subvention for a range of transport services until a viable public transport system is in place

· Ongoing support for demand-deficient public transport services

· Increasing the costs of private transport for certain social and economic sectors

· Substantial support for ancillary access services such as broadband

· Changes in ancillary legislation (such as employment legislation) to facilitate the introduction of less travel-demanding work practices    

The observations set out below are all predicated on the adoption of these approaches. If a strategic stance of this nature is not adopted, then the capacity to effect real change will be limited. Ultimately the success or otherwise of a sustainable transport strategy will depend on the level of priority it is given within Government and the extent to which an integrated approach is adopted across all Government activities. In other words, the vision put forward will not happen by accident.

It is also critical that it be accepted that what is being sought is behaviour change leading to culture change. Despite some observations to the contrary in the consultation document, major behavioural change is not brought about just by better information and understanding, particularly where that behaviour is deeply ingrained in society and supported by a wide network of interlocking activities and cultural norms. Thus, for example, even though the dangers of smoking and of passive smoking were well understood, it required regulation to change behaviour. Admittedly that behaviour change took place without major resistance. It is unlikely however, that change would have taken place without regulation. Therefore, at least initially, a combination of information, regulation and incentive will be required if behavioural change is to be achieved. 

In prioritising the areas to address, it is suggested that the following approaches be adopted:-

1. The issue of sustainable transport should be adopted by all Government Departments and each Department should be required to facilitate the implementation of the various approaches outlined in the consultation document as a matter of priority.

2. In the first instance the largest metropolitan areas should be the focus of attention.  This is because these areas are the ones with the greatest density of public transport, road pricing and congestion charges will be most effective, traffic speeds and acceleration effects are most pronounced, the greatest scope for increasing cycling and walking exists, the greatest scope for home-working exists as the highest percentage of occupations that would benefit from web-based working is located in those areas, the greatest scope for behaviour change with minimum social disruption exists, there will be an impact on the non-metropolitan population also due to the extent to which certain  services are located in metropolitan areas. The MWRA members are particularly concerned that the public transport potential of Limerick City be realised by the development of proper road, rail and bus networks in and around the City and the linkage of the Limerick and Shannon Gateway by adequate investment in these transport modes.

3. A policy decision should be made that public transport would be developed over a period of twenty years, that demand deficient transport will be supported during that period and that more punitive measures will be introduced only when a high quality public transport regime is in place. 

4. Regional and local authorities should be provided with the resources, resource-raising powers and the management authority to achieve certain sustainable transport targets within their areas. These targets should be as strategic as possible, with the precise mechanisms being left to local decision-making. Of course, certain parameters regarding equity, social justice and so on should be included in the guidance from central Government. The powers to be given to local and regional authorities should include powers to direct transport providers to provide services in a particular way if required by an approved strategic approach. 

5. Clarity regarding the distribution of population expected of planning authorities should be incorporated in Directives made under the Planning and Development Acts.

6. Best practice guidelines that reflect reality, such as the provision of sub-county public transport nodes, should be issued by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government and resources for the development of these hubs should be made available.

7. Support for the development of technological responses to sustainable transport should be supported both at the level of research and implementation.

8. More Irish pilot programmes should be established and properly researched and evaluated through the setting of benchmarks and post-pilot parameter measurement. This is suggested since experience in other societies is not necessarily transferable to Ireland.

9. Sustainable transport proposals should get particular consideration under the Gateway Innovation Fund. 

The table below sets out the responses to the specific questions raised within the consultation document.

One final comment might be noted since it relates to what the Regional Authority considers to be its role with regard to the Regional Planning Guidelines.

On Page 49 of the document it is stated that 

“The Regional Authorities were established by the Local Government Act 1991 and have specific responsibility for:

1. Reviewing the Development Plans of local authorities in their region and in adjoining regions

2. Preparing Regional Planning Guidelines (RPG) and Regional Economic and Social Strategies

3. Promoting cooperation, joint actions, arrangements and consultation among local authorities and other public bodies”

While items 2 and 3 are accurate, the implication that the Regional Authority has a role in reviewing Local Authority Development Plans is not strictly accurate. Unless the law is amended, the present situation is that Local Authorities are required to ‘have regard’ to the Regional Planning Guidelines when preparing their Development Plans but the Regional Authority does not have a supervisory role over Planning Authorities in this regard. This is a matter that the eight Regional Authorities have already raised in submissions to the "Green Paper on Local Government". 

	Question
	Reply

	1. What measures are required to better integrate land use and transport?
	The basic legislation to facilitate this is in existence in the context of the Planning and Development Legislation. What is not clear, however, is what is meant by the better integration of land use and transport. Of course it may be desirable to use public transport networks (and particularly mass transport networks) to facilitate a modal shift from private transport. However, such an approach presents major challenges to rural society and those areas without any mass transport systems. If an approach that seeks to concentrate development in the vicinity of public transport routes is to be adopted, it will require that the local political system be engaged directly by those with political responsibility at national level; that clear targets are set for regional and local authorities through Ministerial Directive; and that the impact on rural and more isolated communities is considered and measures for its mitigation be introduced.  

	
	

	2. How can the existing commuting patterns be tackled through spatial, regional and land use planning?
	There is a belief underlying this question (and indeed underlying EU documents on this issue), that residential and employment location issues are closely inter-related – that people choose to live near their employment. This is based on a mis-perception. Ultimately, employment and residential location decisions are independent. In addition, the decisions of entrepreneurs as to where to locate enterprises are also relatively independent. It would, of course, be desirable that employees lived in close proximity to their employment but this is not a realistic objective. Particularly in urban areas, the concentration of employment in city centres and major industrial zones makes the dissonance of residential and employment inevitable. Obviously the use of mass public transport would be one way of addressing this issue as would the creation of more enterprise zones in proximity to residential zones.

In the future there are a number of approaches that might facilitate an improvement in this situation. Firstly, if the externalities of travel by private car were borne more by the car owner and less by society the incentive to locate one’s residence closer to one’s employment would be enhanced. Secondly, as we move to a knowledge economy environment, the development of e-towns where residential and economic activity exist side by side becomes more possible with less impact on residential amenity from enterprise development. And thirdly the development, expansion and enhancement of public transport systems even in demand deficient environments might assist with a modal shift.  

Another approach that might be considered and that is incorporated in the MWRA RPGs, is a dual mode approach. In this model, it is accepted that a certain amount of private transport is inevitably going to be used by a scattered rural population. However, by identifying a number of sub-regional centres and by the provision of high-quality public transport from those centres to major regional centres, the amount of congestion can be limited while, at the same time, acknowledging the need for flexible short-haul private transport. An approach such as this would require that ‘Transport Hubs’ be established in the sub-regional centres that would act as ‘Park and Ride’ facilities as well as providing a comfortable location in which to wait for the public transport.  The freeing up of the public transport regime so that more services can be easily provided and so that smaller, more flexible buses and trains can be used would assist in this approach.       

	
	

	3. Does this issues document generally identify the key measures to be considered to better integrate spatial planning and transportation?
	The document does identify the key issues but is unduly optimistic in assuming that the residents of a sustainable city or neighbourhood will also work there. Perhaps there is evidence that this would be likely to be the case. However, in a highly specialised, volatile and rapidly changing employment environment, how can such an outcome be assured? And what happens if an enterprise closes in a particular area? While a well integrated system might be established at a particular point in time, it is likely that such integration would unravel as social and employment considerations took effect.  The question of sustainable transport must also be balanced against the needs of sustainable communities, where families can set down roots and remain in a stable social environment over time. Rapidly changing communities with constant movement of community members leads to social disintegration. While sustainable transport is an important consideration it cannot be the only factor that is taken into account when the sustainability of communities is being considered. 

	
	

	4. How can existing bus and rail services be improved for customers?
	Services have improved considerably in recent years and have made rail travel in particular more attractive. However there are many further improvements that could be mentioned in this context. The following are some of the key issues –

· Improvement in vehicle quality and comfort

· Integration of transport modes

· Increased service provision

· More subsidisation of loss-making services

· Provision of more commuter rail services such as the planned Nenagh-Limerick service.

· Investment in new lines, e.g. Limerick - Shannon would be well worth considering and the use of a different framework of evaluation for deciding on whether or not a service should be provided

· Increased budget for Rural Transport Programme and reduction on limitations on its use. The current budget will not allow a viable rural transport service to be provided.

	
	

	5. In addition to the investment in Transport 21, what other measures are needed to improve and expand services?
	As at ‘4’ above. Many of the elements required are not included in Transport 21 or are, at least, unclear and vague. For example, what is the commitment to the Limerick-Waterford rail line?

	
	

	6. How should these improved and expanded services be funded?
	Public transport should be seen as a public service and should not be assessed on viability alone. Proposals to impose charges on those using private transport (particularly for single-person travel) and the ring-fencing of such charges to support public transport is one approach that would be of benefit. However, if this is not sufficient, general taxation and public capital borrowing should be used for the initial establishment of public transport.

The reality with regard to sustainable transport is that we are in a vicious cycle where poor public transport discourages its use which gives rise to low occupancy rates which gives rise to less viability which reduces the quality of service and so on. There are only two possible approaches to dealing with this issue – make private transport expensive or support public transport from general taxation. In the long term a combination of these approaches will be required.

However, from a political point of view and, indeed, from a quality of life perspective, the cycle must be broken by the establishment of high-quality public transport facilities that serves the needs and expectations of the public.     

	
	

	7. What further measures are needed to improve transport integration?
	The provision of an authority at all regional levels to manage transport provision and to have the authority to require that certain services be provided at certain times and locations would be essential to ensure that this can take place.

The introduction of travel credit cards that can be pre-paid and used for any transport mode would also assist in the flexible use of public transport. The provision of multi-ticketing at Irish Rail offices for Dublin Bus and LUAS is a positive development and should be implemented and applied to other locations.

	
	

	8. Does this issues document generally identify the key measures to be considered in promoting public transport?
	Overall the principal issues are identified in the document. Again, however, it may not adequately reflect the vicious cycle of demand, supply and usage or acknowledge the need to break this cycle by improving supply.

	
	

	9. What course of action should be taken to encourage more people to walk and cycle?
	This is a major culture change issue. Ireland is not a society in which physical activity is given high priority in general. The terrain, climate and condition of our transport networks all contribute to this. Other factors that need to be borne in mind are the time demands that are being made on many employees in today’s society, particularly those that are multi-centred in their work. The demands on this element of the work force in terms of the work output to be achieved, assumes a capacity to use private transport. Education of employers to understand the implications on output of slower modes of travel and the provision of employer incentives would assist in this.

Obviously the provision of a network of cycle lanes throughout the major urban centres would be a help as would the other measures mentioned in the document The reflection in the document that a cycle strategy can make more use of quiet country roads neglects the fact that most rural roads are too dangerous for cycling both in terms of their surfaces and alignment.   Cycling was a far more prevalent mode of transport prior to the introduction of the private car. The only way to encourage a significantly greater amount of cycling and walking is to make them easier and to make the use of the private car too costly for journeys that could be undertaken by cycling or on foot.

	
	

	10. Does this issues document generally identify the key measures to be considered to encourage healthy travel options?
	There are a wide variety of options considered and these appear to be the key potential measures. However, as with other elements of the document the barriers to their implementation appear to be insufficiently considered though they are indeed mentioned. People are used to their cars; while car travel can be frustrating it is nevertheless comfortable and can be associated with entertainment. Therefore, changing the pattern of behaviour cannot focus on the positives about the healthy options but also has to make other options less attractive. 

	
	

	11. What are the steps needed to reduce the environmental impact of road freight?
	The Members of the MWRA stressed the requirement to continue to upgrade the road system to facilitate road freight until a viable alternative is provided, i.e. rail freight option considered optimal. However, the impact of large HGVs on other forms of transport on minor roads needs to be considered. The increase in the scale of vehicles suggested in the document should be considered only for large inter-urban roads only. More use of entrepots should be considered where bulk-breaking takes place so that smaller vehicles can be used to deliver goods to point of final destination.

	
	

	12. What is the future for rail freight and how should it be supported?
	One approach that would be of benefit to rail freight would be the development of freight specific railheads. In many circumstances the mix of passenger and fright can be counter-productive and a disincentive. 

	
	

	13. Apart from action at international level, are there changes in current policy or additional national measures that can be taken to reduce the environmental impact of aviation and maritime transport?
	It is difficult to see how national Governments can add to the control of the direct impacts of aviation and maritime activities. However, the indirect activities which include the large amount of private vehicle traffic to the airport and seaports could be reduced if better public transport were provided to airports in particular and travel by private car was discouraged.  

	
	

	14. What should be done to encourage more flexible working arrangements to reduce commuting travel?
	Some of the concerns regarding more flexible working arrangements are included in the document. The development of trust and self-management capacities are very important in this context. Some incentives might be provided to those that choose to work at home. This could include some special tax allowances for example. However, in addition, it is important to bear in mind that a change in structure of an organisation requires mentoring and support as well as training. Not all those that are used to working in an office or similar environment are suited to working in a self-managed environment. The establishment of support for the provision of training to such employees would be helpful as would the provision of support to managers and owners who may well fear declining employee performance.

It is, of course, also noted that such home-working is predicated on the availability of and capacity to use high-speed, reasonably priced broadband access. Many areas of the country do not have such a service and, unless the service is provided with adequate bandwidths and contention rates this approach will not survive.

It would be interesting to know how much travel is generated by people going to meetings. The encouragement of video-conferencing and tele-conferencing would assist in reducing this aspect of travel. However, such an approach to meetings requires promotion, support, the availability of adequate broadband and the training of those planning to use the approach. Support for all of these elements of remote conferencing would be of undoubted benefit. It would, however, require significant state activity to make it happen.

	
	

	15. Should measures which influence behavioural change be made mandatory and, if so, which measures and in what circumstances?
	Some such measures should be made mandatory although the subsidy and penalty route is probably more easily implemented. The reduction in speed limits in residential areas would be an appropriate measure, though it is not clear as to the extent of the impact of such a strategy.  

Making WTPs and STPs mandatory for organisations that exceed a certain size would also be helpful although, unless such plans also have some achievement targets they may end up as a formal exercise with little effect. 

	
	

	16. Will new fiscal measures be necessary to move to more sustainable trends?
	A mixture of regulatory and fiscal measures will be required to change behaviour. As noted previously, the nature of Irish society is such that the use of private transport is deeply ingrained in the psyche. Both carrots and sticks will be required to impact on this behaviour.

	
	

	17. If so, what are the optimum measures?
	As noted in the document, all measures have strengths and weaknesses and, in particular, some are progressive in tax terms and some are regressive. The most effective measures are those that penalise the main offenders while not penalising those for whom private transport is a necessity.

In this regard it is suggested that larger vehicles should be the focus of the greater penalties. This is suggested on the basis that larger, more polluting vehicles will be more likely to be owned by those that have the resources to pay the additional costs involved.

While measures that apply an individual tradable carbon emission limit to each individual are complex, modern technology and the use of the taxation system could certainly facilitate the implementation of such a scheme. The advantages of a scheme of this nature are that the overall national emission limits would be met; those that could afford higher levels of emissions could pay for them; and those that did not need to use their emission rights would be in a position to avail of its commercial value. In a capitalist society where wealth enables privileges to be purchased such an approach would be consistent with the general ethos.

Of course the emission limits would have to be carefully drawn, so that those with easy access to high-quality public transport would have lower emission rights than others.

Car-pooling and car-sharing are other approaches that should be possible with modern technology. Facilitating such a scheme would require changes in a variety of legal areas including insurance; income tax – so that any shared cost would not be taxable; public liability and so on. In addition, security issues would have to be considered and schemes would probably work effectively only amongst networks of people that were known to each other.

Changes in the regulations regarding school transport should also e considered. This is an often under-utilised resource and the rules regarding the use of school buses can result in children being driven to school who could use the bus. In addition the school bus could, if differently regulated, be used to bring workers and others to centres of employment in rural areas.   

	
	

	18. What regulatory measures might be necessary?
	The regulatory measures are noted above. However road pricing; the control of parking availability in City Centres; and congestion charges are three areas that may be considered.

	
	

	19. Does the issues document generally identify the key measures to be considered in changing personal travel behaviour?
	The document does address a wide range of possible areas of action. There are other possibilities but they are largely variations of those that have been included.

	
	

	20. What additional measures can be taken to promote fuel efficiency and alternative technologies?
	Provision of support for research and dissemination of technology. Support should be provided to local energy agencies to be the disseminators of knowledge and information in this field.

	
	

	21. Does the issues document generally identify the key measures to be considered to promote fuel economy and alternative technologies?
	Generally yes in the opinion of the Regional Authority, although specialists in the field of these technologies may consider that other areas might be developed.

	
	

	22. What changes are required to institutional structures at national, regional or local level to meet the sustainable travel challenge?
	A principal difficulty with many of the approaches to achieving change at regional and local level is that there has been insufficient consideration given to the provision of more local autonomy and authority to achieve specific outcomes in line with national requirements. How are National targets to be implemented at local and regional decision-making level? Sufficient powers are required by decision-makers to require that key agencies and service providers respond in their own actions to such outcomes. Therefore many attempts at achieving regional and local integration across a wide range of activities through consensus means have been less successful.

In order to achieve the kinds of outcomes that this strategy envisages the following steps are required –

· Setting of clear national targets and the provision of the resources and powers to assist in their achievement. The setting of targets without the provision of the means for their achievement is a meaningless and frustrating exercise.

· Imposition of a requirement that regional and local bodies achieve the targets set out within their own areas

· Provision of resources, the power to raise resources and the authority to local and regional bodies necessary to achieve the relevant targets

· Agreement across all Government Departments that this is a priority and  the issuing of a direction to local agents of national bodies to act as required to achieve the set targets

· Unless clear steps of this nature are taken any strategy may achieve small changes but will not achieve the culture change that is required.

· In  addition and as noted in the introduction, if these strategic position are going to be adopted by national Government, national politicians must engage directly with local politicians to gain their acceptance and assistance in implementing what will inevitably be policies that have some difficult elements in them.

· Finally, Local Energy Agencies should be used to disseminate information in a variety of ways and resourced to carry out this work.

	
	

	23. How can sustainable travel be best delivered at an all-island level?
	No comment.

	
	

	24. Given the target date of 2020 in this document, what do you consider to be the short, medium and long-term priorities?
	This issue is addressed in the introductory page where the principle immediate priorities are identified. The development of a wide-spread public transport system needs to be the first priority with the more punitive measures being initially taken in those areas where a satisfactory transport system exists.

	
	

	25. How ambitious should the targets be to achieve the vision set out in Chapter 2?
	The setting of targets is important but can be a distraction. The problem with the vision as set out is that it is not specific enough. Too many words like significant and substantial are used and these mean that the setting of targets is difficult.

It is suggested that targets should be challenging but crucially, that before they are published they should be proofed against the availability of the means, political, financial, legislative and administrative to achieve them. If this approach is not taken then published targets will effectively be meaningless. Targets without action are meaningless; actions without resources are useless; and resource identification without a commitment to provide them are both undermining and de-energising.

Lower targets which can be properly resourced are far more useful than challenging targets that can never be reached.   

	
	

	26. Does the issues document generally identify the key measures to be considered for the effective delivery of sustainable travel and transport?
	The document is very comprehensive in terms of the issues outlined. However, as noted in the introduction to this submission, strong political leadership and a clear vision will be required in order to bring about change in behaviour.

In addition, as acknowledged in various places throughout the document, it is important that the needs of rural areas and of disadvantaged sections of the community are specifically considered.
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